ABSTRACT: This paper explores the emergence of a new species of institution-the urban small college-which is distinguished in part by degree programs for adults. The discussion is intended to be a useful resource for academic and student service personnel a t these small colleges who, usually without any training in adult education, must develop programs for local, working adults and integrate them with their existing curricula and services for traditional-aged, residential students. Five specific recommendations are made based on a transcript study of graduates a t an urban small college in Portland, Oregon.
. . . from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.
Charles Darwin (1964, p. 490) In 1636, The General Court of Massachusetts chartered Harvard College, the first college in North America (Rudolf, 1977) . Three hundred and fifty years later, the Carnegie classification counted 3,389 institutions of higher education in the United States and arranged these schools into an institutional typology comprising 10 distinct categories (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1987) . Like Darwin's biosphere, the American higher education system continues to evolve "forms most beautiful and most wonderful."
Within each of these 10 Carnegie categories, the system may also be developing urban and nonurban forms. For example, work continues on the concept of the urban public university (Grobman, 1988; Kinnick & Ricks, 1990) . Emerging after World War I1 and providing important educational functions in the local metropolitan environment, research suggests that these universities often manifest different characteristics than their nonurban counterparts. Perhaps urban and nonurban community colleges also differ importantly. Douglas L. Robertson is Assistant Professor of postsecondary education at Portland State University. He received his Ph.D. in 1978 from Syracuse University. His current research focuses on improving policy and practice related to adult higher education.
A Northwest Regional Research Grant from the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) provided partial financial support for the study reported in this article.
Apropos to this paper, the case could be made that a new species of the small college may be evolving as well-the urban small college. As dormitories empty of traditional-age students, small liberal arts colleges in urban areas must look to the surrounding environment for commuter students. In recent years, a prominent category in these local environments has become the adult learner. From 1970 to 1985, students 25 years or older increased from 28% to 42% of the total enrollment in institutions of higher education (Center for Education Statistics, 1987) . So administrators and faculty of urban small colleges often find themselves needing to add degree programs for local, working adults to their existing programs for traditional-aged residential students.
This paper attempts to provide assistance for these educators by accomplishing three objectives: (a) summarizing the dynamics that can produce an adult-learner niche in an urban, postsecondary ecosystem; (b) describing the kinds of students that an institution might expect should it try to enter that niche; and (c) generating ideas for academic policies and practices that best serve those learners as well as satisfy academic standards.
The vehicle for achieving these objectives will be the discussion of a transcript study of an urban small college that focuses on serving adult learners-called Omega College here. The discussion will set the context of the study by briefly describing the local environment of Omega College, the institution itself, and the study's methods. Then, five recommendations based on the study's findings will be explained.
Environment
Omega College is located in Portland, Oregon, a four-county, metropolitan region that straddles two states and that has approximately 1.4 million inhabitants (Metropolitan Service District, 1989) . During the period studied, the Carnegie Report categorized 21 schools operating in the region as two-year liberal arts, comprehensive, or doctorategranting (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1987) . In addition, the metropolitan region supports a variety of specialized institutions that focus on areas such as art, chiropractic, dentistry, medicine, nursing, technology, and theology.
Regarding Omega's immediate postsecondary environment, four features stand out. First, four effective and relatively inexpensive community college systems help to create a large pool of adult students in need of upper-division programs. Second, the public university does not yet give serious, institution-wide attention to meeting the needs of adult learners. Third, the private universities and selective, liberal arts colleges also do not place high priority on serving adult learners. Fourth, many small, liberal arts colleges under financial pressure are beginning to compete for a place in the upper-division, adult-oriented niche. Of the region's five institutions with bachelor degree programs for adults, all are private liberal arts colleges.
Institution
Within this local, postsecondary ecosystem, Omega College resides. Omega was the first institution in its metropolitan region-and one of the first in the country-to focus on serving adult learners. Founded in 1893, Omega had been a four-year, Catholic, liberal arts college for young women until the mid-1970s. Faced with declining enrollments of 18-22 year olds, the institution conducted a self-study and made the decision to transform itself in 1974 into a "college for lifelong learning."
During the study period, Omega College concentrated in one enclave most of the adult-oriented innovations that have been recommended in higher education during the last 15 years, including the following: (a) integration of the student's various learnings-experiential and formal, current and prior; (b) developmental advising; (c) appropriate delivery of instruction and services in terms of time, place, content, and style; and (d) interdisciplinary, problem-centered curricula.
Study
The study's population comprises Omega College graduates during the years 1987 and 1988 (N = 247). The population is largely white and middle class. Many students work as they go to school and combine a complex set of family, community, and professional roles. The population manifests the full array of household possibilities that have characterized the 1980s, representing virtually all of the possible combinations of marital status, parental status, employment status, and living arrangement.
The formal data set was limited to information that could be obtained from the Omega College transcript. These data were expressed in nearly sixty variables. Descriptive statistics and frequency distributions were used to analyze the data.
Recommendations
Five key recommendations emerge from the analysis. Each recommendation will be discussed along with pertinent findings and policy and practice implications.
Recommendation #1: Understand the Needs of Returning Women in Their 30s and 40s
Regarding simple demographics, the practitioner can expect adultoriented enclaves to attract more women than men. In the Omega population, female graduates outnumber male graduates three to one (female = 74.5%; male = 25.5%). This proportion roughly duplicates the national pattern, although it is more pronounced a t Omega (in 1985, among U.S. college students 25 years or older, females = 56.8%, males = 43.2%; Center for Education Statistics, 1987) .
Anyone with a high school diploma or its equivalent can be admitted to Omega College. But clearly not just anyone comes. The college is an adult-oriented institution, and as the data show, traditional-age students definitely seek their baccalaureate degrees elsewhere. Only 2.4% of the Omega graduates were 24 years or younger. The ages of approximately two-thirds of the students fall within a 20 year span (29) (30) (31) (32) (33) (34) (35) (36) (37) (38) (39) (40) (41) (42) (43) (44) (45) (46) (47) (48) that centers in the late 30s (admission-age M = 36.8, SD = 7.6; graduation-age M = 39.9, SD = 7.8). The largest concentration of graduates is just prior to, and at, the age of 40.
One cannot ignore this concentration of Omega graduates near age-40. The pattern encourages practitioners to be sensitive to the possibility that individuals may attach meaning to reaching 40 that can significantly affect behaviors such as academic and career goalsetting, academic rate of progress, and important adjustments in support networks (e.g., divorce).
These gender and age data suggest a learning agenda for practitioners interested in establishing effective, adult programs. Thr topics should receive top priority: (a) women's experience; (b) the 9 and 40s of the lifespan-the latter part of early adulthood and the eai part of middle adulthood; and (c) the midlife transition-the crossoT from early to middle adulthood.
Recommendation #2: Facilitate the Integration of Previous College Wol see 10s rly
The average graduate arrived a t Omega having attended sevei colleges (M = 2.5; SD = 1.2) and with about two years of credit (M 102.2; SD = 49.5). Omega College is on the quarter system and re-quires 180 quarter credits to graduate. Sixty credits of these 180 are required to be upper-division, which allows room for 120 lower-division credits. Omega's graduates typically arrive having taken nearly all of the lower-division credits that they can without exceeding 180 credits. If more are necessary-for example, because of general education requirements-the student must take, usually unhappily, more than 180 credits to graduate.
Accepting that adult students will tend to bring with them large numbers of credits from several schools has some implications for policy and practice. First, curricular requirements-specifically, for general education and for the major-need to be sufficiently flexible to accommodate the student's previous learning. Second, the implementors of those policies-e.g., advisers and registrars-need to understand the objectives of the requirements-the spirit not just the letter of the law-and be able to identify when the student's previous learning satisfies those objectives. Some of the thorny issues that face these practitioners include the following: (a) determining whether the age of the learning matters, (b) discerning the content and level behind course titles in question, and (c) identifying learning duplication. These practitioners need training and ongoing support for their work with these difficult judgments.
The success of an urban small college in appealing to adult learners depends heavily on its ability to acknowledge and honor the student's previous learning and to integrate it with his or her new learning-to take what may be a hodge-podge and to make it a whole. After all, when the average Omega student finally graduates, he or she has been working on the degree for 19 years (M = 18.9; SD = 8.0) and has gone to four different schools (M = 4.0; SD = 1.2).
Recommendation #3: Direct Some Programs Specifically to Students
Who Are "Rusty" Academically.
Omega graduates revealed meaningful diversity in their academic sophistication upon arrival a t Omega College. About a quarter of the graduates (26.3%) had taken a course within one year of Omegaadmission. About half (51.8%) had done so within two years. In stark contrast, a fifth (19.0%) of the graduates had not taken a class in ten years or longer prior to Omega-admission.
Practitioners can expect adult students to be at various points on a student proficiency continuum. This continuum synthesizes three characteristics: (a) academic skills and knowledge, (b) acculturation to the academic environment, and (c) integration of the student role into self and world. Being high on the student proficiency continuum means that the person has good academic skills and knowledge, is comfortable with the college environment, and has a self concept and social networks that accept and support his or her student status. Being low represents the reverse.
Students will probably fit in one of three categories: (a) proficient (at the high end of the student proficiency continuum), (b) rusty (once a t the high end but over time having slipped to the low end), and (c) uninitiated (new to college and at the low end). Urban small colleges will manifest all three categories but the proficient and the rusty will tend to be the largest groups. The uninitiated usually begin a t community colleges. The challenge for the urban small college is to provide programs for the rusty, not for the uninitiated. Teaching someone to write academic papers who took two terms of English composition ten years ago and has been dictating memos for the last five years is a decidedly different task than improving the writing of someone who has never had any formal education or practice in it. At Omega College, the writing course for the rusty was called "Writing for Returnees."
Actually, faculty and advisers in all areas-not just in skill domains such as writing-will need to be sensitive to the differences between these three categories-proficient, rusty, and uninitiated. With regard to the knowledge part of the proficiency continuum, a student may well be proficient in one subject, rusty in another, and uninitiated in yet a third. Again, as with transcript evaluation, the fundamental challenge is to assess a person's skills and knowledge vis-a-vis the fundamental objectives of courses and programs.
Recommendation #4: Provide Legitimate Ways to Receive Credit for Prior Learning in Noncollegiate Settings
In an information-rich, learning society, the potential sources of college-level learning are vast. Not surprisingly, adults often bring with them learning that has occurred in unaccredited settings such as the military, professional trainings, and private study. Degree programs that strongly attract adult learners need policies and practices for accurately assessing learning that has occurred outside of a college classroom.
Practitioners who are considering developing these kinds of programs may benefit from seeing the degree to which these options are actually used by adult students. Sometimes fear arises that credit for prior learning will be abused. However, as the Omega data suggests, with principles of good practice in effect (Whitaker, 1989) , the options will be used but probably by many fewer students than are eligible. Omega students often reported the belief that taking coursework was much easier.
Among the Omega graduates, only about one in three students (37.7%) successfully completed the prior learning assessment course, produced a portfolio documenting their learning, and received some credit for it. Among these students, the average award was 36.0 credits. As a frame of reference, recall that Omega is on the quarter system and 180 credits is required to graduate.
Another method for assessing prior learning is the use of standard national examinations-such as CLEP and ACT-PEP-that primarily test lower-division knowledge in many general education subjects and in some majors (e.g., business, management, and human services). Among Omega graduates, only one in eight (12.1%) utilized this option. This pattern may result from two facts: first, Omega students often enter the program with little room for lower-division credit, and second, many of them deeply dislike timed tests.
Only about one in nine Omega graduates (11.3%) used both the portfolio assessment and the examination programs. Roughly three out five graduates (61.5%) used neither program. Apparently, practitioners who fear that credit for prior learning will overshadow their college's formal curricula and lead to abuses need not worry, provided that their institutions develop sound policies and practices.
Recommendation #5: Support Diverse Styles of Academic Progress
Adult students often present complex and diverse patterns of academic progress to the educator. In addition to the traditional full-time, fall-through-spring pattern, practitioners who are developing adultoriented programs can expect both students who go much faster (fasttrackers) and students who go much slower (slow-trackers). All of these patterns lead to success-i.e., graduation. They simply do so differently.
For example, one half of the Omega College graduates (49.0%) took no breaks in academic activity from the time they started a t Omega to the time they finished. They went full-time (average number of credits per quarter = 12.0) for two years (average number of quarters = 7.2; average number of credits = 82.8). These students-again, constituting one half of the graduates-were not just wrapping up their residency requirements with a little push; they were on a two-year tear to finish their degrees. The small college or enclave that wants to appeal to duce new strategies and test creatively new assumptions. . . . Indeed, America's network of colleges and universities is strong precisely because we have avoided a unitary model, and, in the days ahead, our goal must be continuously to promote both excellence and diversity in higher education.
Ernest L. Boyer (1987, p. 2) With this sound advice, Boyer closed his foreword to the 1987 Carnegie taxonomy of American higher education. The logic behind the counsel is simple: a diverse society with a diverse student population requires a diverse array of educational settings. A major part of the student mix in the United States is the adult learner. Thus, a clear need exists for institutions or enclaves with high-quality, adultoriented programs. Yet few exist.
Reason for hope prevails however. A parallel story is unfolding in higher education that sounds grim in the beginning but that promises a happy ending for many learners and institutions. Simultaneous to the emergence of this need for adult programs is the threatened demise of many small liberal arts colleges because of the diminished numbers of traditional-age, residential students. With their dormitories emptying, these institutions scan their local environments for ways to survive. "Depend upon it, sir, when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully," as Samuel Johnson put it (Boswell, 1980, p. 849) .
In urban areas, when this concentrated attention focuses on the local environment, the small college often finds adult learners there in abundance. Typically, the lower-division needs of these adult students are met effectively and inexpensively by local community colleges. But often adults still lack upper-division and graduate programs in supportive settings. With its learner-centered, teaching faculty and the manageable scale of its campus and organization, the small liberal arts college is perhaps better suited to fill this niche than any other type of four-year institution. And as many do so, a new and vital species of institution may be emerging: the urban small college.
By examining one such school, this discussion has tried to explain some of the dynamics that can produce this kind of institution and to delineate important academic policy and practice issues. The five recommendations that have been made are merely beginning suggestions. Institutions and programs will have to evaluate, edit, and enlarge the list according to their specific setting. The fundamental hope is that this discussion will stimulate and facilitate in some small way the development of high-quality, adult-oriented institutions and en-claves particularly in urban areas where the largest concentrations of potential adult undergraduates exist. Research can sometimes grease the evolutionary skids by analyzing environments and identifying promising adaptations. Perhaps this work will contribute toward that end.
these learners must come to see itself as a year-round operation and develop policies and practices accordingly. Particularly important is providing academic advising, required courses, and financial aid during the summer.
In contrast, practitioners can also expect a group of slow-trackers who take many breaks, sometimes for long periods, and who go relatively slowly even when active. For example, at Omega College, where graduates begin with an average of about two years of transfer credit, about half of the graduates (51.0%) stop a t least once en route to graduation. Traditional students would manifest one quarter per break-viz., summer quarter. However, among these Omega graduates who had a t least one break, about half (42.9%) took more than one quarter per break. About one in three (34.1%) averaged two or more quarters per break; about one in four (23.0%), three or more quarters per break; and one in seven (14.3%) averaged four or more quarters-or one full calendar year-per break. Apparently, circumstances that encourage these students to take breaks also discourage them from taking relatively high numbers of credits when active. Graduates who took two or more breaks averaged almost four fewer credits per quarter when they were in school than graduates who took no breaks whatsoever (8.2 and 12.0, respectively).
The practitioner must remember that these slow-trackers succeed just like fast-trackers-i.e., they graduate. They simply achieve this goal in a different way. Mind sets that construe interruptions and slow rates of progress negatively must open to consider that the pattern may represent an adult's sizable and successful effort to integrate school into a complex set of life responsibilities.
Some evidence suggests that women are significantly more likely than men to manifest the slow-tracker style (Robertson, in press ). Therefore, policies that discriminate against this group may be sexist in effect, although not by intent. Policies that should be re-examined with this possible discrimination in mind include the following: financial aid, satisfactory academic progress, admission status, residency, course sequences, prerequisites, time limits, and service eligibilities such as for library usage, computer-center access, tutoring, healthcare, and child-care.
Conclusion
Finally, it should be a cause for concern that we have so few colleges that are unapologetically experimental. . . . Without sacrificing academic excellence there is, we feel, an important place for institutions that intro-
